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The Melian Dialogue
Background Information

In 431 B.C. Athens and Sparta, the two major powers of ancient Greece,
began a final struggle for leadership of the Greek city states. However, as
Athens was a naval power and Sparta relied on the strength of its army,
neither side was able to score a decisive victory. After a short period of
“Peace” from 422—420BC, the war resumed again. In Athens the protracted
nature of the war was having its effect on its people and their leaders.
Endless skirmishes and mounting casualty lists were taking their toll. Also
the islands under its control were becoming rebellious and many began
looking for a way to throw off the imperial yoke. As their naval empire
grew restive, the Athenians become increasingly intolerant of dissent. In

the sixteenth year of the war, Athens decided to crush one of the last -

vestiges of insular freedom, the small island of Melos. While a colony of
Sparta, the Melians had done everything in their power to stay neutral;
they wanted no part of this war.

In 416 a naval expedition was sent to Melos to gain the submission of the
people. Thucydides, an exiled Athenian general, recorded the outcome of
that struggle at the end of the 5th book of his History of the Peloponnesian
War. The Melian Dialogue is his reconstruction (perhaps imaginary) of the
negotiations that took place between the Athenian leaders and the elders
of Melos. This debate deals not only with the fate of this island and its
people, but with problems of a universal importance. Central to the
dialogue is the concept of justice. Melos, an insignificant military power,
would seem to have “right” on its side. However Athens, with its superior
strength, certainly had the “might .”

As you study this unit, notice how Thucydides develops the arguments on
both sides.
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- "’The Mellan Dlalogue
Thucydldes, History of the Peloponnesmn Wm‘ -'
Chapter XVII
(Primary Source)

B.C.416: Athenian expedition to Melos. Discussion of envoys. Mehans reﬂse to
submit. Szege of Melos. Melums massacred and made slrwes '

The next summer Alc1b1ades salled with" twenty ShlpS to Argos and
seized the suspected persons still left of the Lacedaemonian faction to the-
number of three hundred, whom the Athenians forthwith lodged in the
- neighboring islands of their empire. The Athenians alsomade an expech—
tion against the isle of Melos with thirty ships of their own, six Chian, and
. two Lesbian vessels; sixteen hundred heavy infantry, three hundred
- archers, and twenty mounted archers from Athens, and about fifteen
- _Z-hu_ndred heavy infantry from the allies and the islanders, The Melians are’
© a colony of Lacedeemon that would not submit to the Athenians like the
other islanders, and at first remained neutral and took no part in the
struggle, butafterwards uponthe Athenians t using violenceand plu_nder—- §
ing their territory, assumed an attitude of open hostility. Cleomedes, son” - -
-of Lycomedes and Tlsa_las, son of- T131machus, the generals, encampmg 7
_intheir territory with the above armament, before delng anyharm to their
- land, sentenvoys tonegotiate. These the Melians did- notbringbefore the - -
people, but bade them state the object of their mission to the mag15trates '
and the few; upon which the Atheman envoys spoke as, fo]lows

‘Athenians.—Since the negotlattons arenotto go; on before the people, 7
*_order that we may not be able to speak straight orv without mterrup’aon '
-and deceive the ears of the multitude by seductive arguments which
- would pass without refutation (for we know that this is the meaning of
—our being brought before the few), what if you who sit there were to
~_pursue a method more cautious still! Make no set speech yourselves, but -
. take us up-at whatever you do not like, and settle that before gomg any :
* farther. And first tell us if this proposition of ours suits you.” o

The Melmn commzsszoners answered

- Mellans —To the falrness of qmetly instructing each other as you :
_ propose there is nothmg to-object; but your military preparatlons are too.

- far advanced to agree with what you say, as we'see you are come to be
judges in your own cause, and that all we can reasonably expect from this
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negotlatlon is war, if we prove to have rlght on our 51de and refuse to B

submit, and in the contrary case, slavery.”

~ Athenians.—Ifyou have met to reason about presentirnents of the future,

or for anything else that to consult for the safety of your state upon the facts
that you see before you, we will give over; otherwise we will go on.’

Melians.—'It is natural and excusable for men in our position to turn
more ways than one both in thought and in utterance. However, the
question in this conference is, as you say, the safety of our country; and

the discussion, if you please, can proceed in the way? wh_lch you propose.” .

Athenians.—'For ourselves, we shall not trouble you with specrous'

pretenses—either of how we have a right to our empire because we

overthrew the Mede, or arenow attacking you because of wrong thatyou
have done us—and make a long speechwhich would notbebelieved; and

in return we hope that you, instead of thinking to infiuence us by saying

‘that you did notjoin the Lacedsemonians, although their colonists, or that
you have done us o wrong, W1]l aim at what is feasible, holding in view

the real’ sentlrnents of us both: since you know as well as we do that rlght

as the world goes, is only a question between equals in'power, while the -

strong do what: they can a_nd the weak suffer what they must.”

Mellans — As We thmk at a_ny rate, itis: expedrent—we speak as we are' g'
obhged since you enjoin us to let right aloneand talk only of interest— -
thatyou shouldnot destroy whatis our common protectlon, the privilege

of being allowed in danger to invoke what is fair and right, and éven to

profit by arguments not strictly valid if they can be got to pass current.. .’
- And you are as much interested in this as ary, as your fall would be a_
signal for the heav1est Vengeance and 2 an example for the world to -

medltate upon

Athenlans—-ﬂ’The end of our emplre Jf endit should does not frlghten us:
arival emplre like Lacedeemon, even if Lacedeemon was our real antago-
-~ nist; is not so terrible to the: Vanqu1shed as sub]ects who by: themselves o
attack’ and overpower thelr rulers. This, however, is a. rlsk that we are .
‘content to take. We will now proceed to show you that we are come here
inthe interest of oir empire, ¢ and thatweshall say what we are now going.
tosay,for the preservatlon of your country; as we Would fain exercise that
empire over yOu wrthout trouble, and see you preserved for the good of |

usboth’ SR

Melians —;’And how, pray, could itturn outas good for us to serve as for '

your rule?’ :
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i N _ Athenians. —Because you Wou_ld have the advantage of subnuttl.ng
1 before suffering the worst, and we should gain by not destroying you.’

‘Melians.— “So that you would not consent to our being neutral, friends
instead of enemies, but allies of neither side.’ -

1 _ | Athemans —"No; for your hostility cannot so.much hurt us as your |
ik ' friendship will be an argtmlent to.our sub]ects of our weakness and your
enmity of our power.”

Melians.—Is that your subjects’ idea of equ.lty to put those- Who have
nothing to do with you in the same category with peoples that are most
of them your own colonists, and some consn:lered rebels?’: S

- Athemans —’As far asTight goes they tlrunk one has as much of it as the
~ other, and that if any maintain their independerice it is because they are
" - strong; and that if we. do not molest them it is because we are afraid: so
- that besides extendmg our. ‘empire we should gain in security by your
’ sub]ectlon, the fact that yoware islanders and weaker than others render-
_ ing it all the more unporta.nt that you should not succeed in bafﬂmg the
. masters of the sea.’ I U : o

. Melians. —’But do you cons1der that there is'no securlty in the pohcyj :
~ which we indicate? For here again if you. debar us-from: talkmg apout - |
b i -]ushce and invite us to obey yourinterest; we also:must expla.m ours;and’ -
| < Aryto, persuade you, if the two happen to. c01nc1de How:can you avoid
B -_--:maklng enemies of: aIl .existing neutrals. who shall look at our case-and
I - conclude from it that one day or another you will attack them? And what -
' “ isthis but tomake greater the enemies that youhavealready; and toforce
: -others to become so:who would otherw15e have never. thought of 1t7’ o

, Athemans — Why, the factls that contmentals genera_lly giveus but little . -
! - alarm; theliberty Whlch they enjoy willlong preverit their taking precau-
ik . tions against us; iti is rather islanders like yourselves, outside ourempire,
i o and sub]ects smarting tinder the yoke who would be the most hkely to -

| Sl take arash step an om s.and us _mto obv1ousz danger

; B Melians. —"Well then, 1f you rlsk SO rnuch to retam your 'ernplre, and your
| - subjects to get rid of it, it wete surely greatk baseness and cowardice inus
-~ whoarestill free not to try everyth.mg that can be tr1ed before submlthng

ﬁ ‘toyouryoke Sk N '

B | Athenians.—'Notif you are Well adv1sed the contest notbelnganequal one, .
" with honour as the prize and shame as the: penalty, but a question- of se]f- .
,preservatlon and not of resmtmg those who are far stronger than you are.’
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o .Athenmns — When you speak of the favour of the gods
" hope for that as yourselves, nelther our pretensions. _
~.being in‘any way contrary to what men believe of the gods, or prac‘use_'_
- -.f:;a_mong themselves. Of the gods we believe, and of men we know that by' o
- anecessary law of their nature they rule wherever the ean. Anditis not. -
. asif we were the first to make this law, or to act upon When made: we -
" found it existing before us, and shall leave itto exist forever after us; all |
*:we do is to make use of it, knowing that you and everybody élse; having |
~~'the same power as we have, would do the same as we do Thus, asfaras |
.. thegodsare concerned, we haveno fear and noreasonto fear that we shall s
- be ata: disadvantage. But-when we comé to your motion ¥
,Lacedzemomans ‘which leads you to believe that sham_
~help you, here we bless your simplicity but do notenyy _
. Lacedamonians, when their- own interests or ‘their country’slawsarein - -
. - -question, are the Worttuest men. ahve, of their- condu_ctrftlowards others
- ~much might be said, but no clearer idea of it could be given than by .
- shortly saying that of all the men‘we know they are the host conspicuous
~in considering whatisa greeably honourable, and whatis' ‘expedientjust.
 Such a way of th_mklng does not: promlse much for the safety Wthh you.

- Melians.— But we know that the fortune of War ,is:j.-someti_mes ‘more. -
impartial than the disproportion of numbers might lead one to suppose;

to submit is to give ourselves over to despajr while action still preserves
for us a hope that we may stand erect.”

-Athenians.—Hope, danger’s comforter, may be indulged in by those who

have abundant resources, if not without loss at all events W1thout ruin; but

its nature is'to be extravagant, and those who go so far as to put their all

upon the venture see it in its true colours only when they are ruined; but
so long as the discovery would enable them to guard againstit, jtis never

found wanting. Let not this be the case Wlth you, who are Weak and
‘hanging on a single turn of the scale; nor be like, the. vulgar, who, -
“abandoning such security as human means may still afford, when visible -
_ hopes fail them in extremity, turmn to invisible, to propheaes and oracles,
~“and other such inventions thatdelude: rnenw1thhopes to the]r destruchorr

~. *Melians.— You may be sure that we are as well aware as you of the
. difficulty of contending againstyour powera and fortune, uniless the tenns' o
- beequal. Butwe trust that the gods may grant us fortuneas good asyours, -
. since'we are just men fighting against unjust, and that what we: wantin |
* power will be made up. by the alliance of the Lacedeernon.lans, Who are '
" bound, if only for very shame, to.come’ to the aid of thei o
‘.lconfldence therefore after all is not:so- utterly 1rrat10n !

now unreasonably count upon.’

-i-our conduct S

; l'rnake thern:' g ;:ﬁ';
your folly. The ..
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- Melians.—'Butit s for this very reason that we now trust to their respect

for expediency to prevent them from betraying the Melians, their colo-
nists, and thereby losmg the conﬁdence of their friends in Hellas and
helping their enemies.’ : :

Athenians.——Thenyoudo not adopt the view that expediency goes w1th
security, while justice and honour cannot be followed without danger;
and danger the Lacedaemonians"generally court as little as possible.’

Melians.—’But we believe that they would be more likely to face even

- danger for our sake , and with more confidence than for others, as our
nearness to Peloponnese makes it easier for them to act and our common -
blood insures our fidelity.” e -

Athemans —"Yes,butwhatan mtendmg ally trusts to, is S not the goodwﬂl -

of those who ask his aid, but a decided superiority of power for action;

and the Lacedemonians look | to thls evenmore than others. At least such-

is their distrust of their home resources thatitis onlyw1th numerousallies
that they attack a neighbour; now is it likely that wh_lle weare masters of
the’ sea. they will cross over to an. 151and7 -

_ ;Mehans —'But they would have others to send. The Cretan sea is aw1de |

orie, and itis more dlfﬁcult for those Who command itto 1ntercept others,

~‘thanitis for those who w1sh to elude themto do so safely And shouild the
,"-Lacedaemoruans miscarry in this , they would fall upon your land, and

upon those left of your allies whom Brasidas did not reach; and instead

- of places Whlch arenot yours,, you will have to flght for your own country_
- and your: own confederacy : S

; :Athemans éJSome dlversmn of the kll‘ld you speak of you may one day

- experlence ‘only to learn, as others have done, that: the Athenians never '_
' once yet: w1thdrew from a siege for fear of any. But-we are struck by the.
fact; that after saying you would consult for the safety of your country, in

- -all'this discussion you have mentioned nothing which menmight trustin -
~ and think to be saved by Your strongest arguments, depend upon hope -
~ and thefuture, and your actual resources are too'scanty, as’compared -
~ with those arrayed against you, for you to come out victorious. You will .

therefore show greatblindness:of ]udgement unless, after a]lowmg usto

. retire, -you canfind some counsel’ more prudent than th_15 You will surely
‘not ‘be caught by ‘that 1dea of disgrace, which in dangers ‘that are

. disgraceful,and at the same t:me too plain tobe mistaken, proves so fatal -

- to mankind; since-in too many cases the very 1 men that have their eyes
perfectly open towhat they' are rushmg into, letthe thing called disgrace, -

by the mere 1nﬂuence of a seductlve name, lead them on to a pomt at
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which they become -éo: ene.laved by the phrase;.aé: in fact to fall wﬂlfully
_into hopeless disaster, and incur disgrace more disgraceful as the com-

panion of error, than when it comes as the result of misfortune. This, if you
are well advised, you will guard against; and you will not think it
dishonourable to submit to the greatest city in Hellas, when it makes you

the moderate offer of becoming its tributary ally, wltho_ut ceasing toenjoy.

the country that belongs to you; nor when you have the choice given you

 between war and security, will you be so blind.as to choose the worse.

And it is certain that those who do not yield to their equals, who keep
terms with their superiors, and are more moderate towards their inferi-
ors, on the whole succeed best. Think over the matter, therefore, after our

- withdrawal, and reflect once and again that it is for your country that you
~are consu_ltl_ng, ‘that you - ‘have not more than one, and that upon tkus '
-dehberatlon depends its prosperlty or ruin.’ '

The Atheruans now w1thdrew from the conference and the Mella_ns left
to. themselves, came to a decision correspondmg ‘with what they had -
_ -rnalntaJned in the discussion, and answered, ‘Our. resolutlon Athenians,
 is the same as it was at first. We will not in amoment deprlve of freedom‘f
' acity that has been inhabited these seven hundred years; but we putour
- trust in the fortune by which the gods have preserved it untitnow,and -
5§ the: help of mien; that s, of the: ‘Lacedeemonians; and sowe will try and L
- - save ourselves:Meanwhile we invite youto allow-ustobe friends'to you
- and foes to neither party, and toretire from our country after makmg such 3
- a treaty as shall seem fit to us both T -

| Such was the- answer of the Mehans The Athemans now departlng from -
the conference said, 'Well, you alone, as itseems tous,judging from these - .

~ resolutions; regard whatis futureas more certain than whatis before’ your- :
- eyes,and whatis out of sightin your eagerness, as already coming toj pass;
~.".and asyouhave staked most on, and trusted mostin, the Lacedeemonians,
©your fortune and your hopes so will you be most completely decelved .

o The Atheman envoys now returned tothe army, and t.he Mehans showmg e
~ - nosigns of yielding; the genetals at once betook themselves tohostilities,
. _and drew a line of ¢ircumvallation round the Mehans, d1V1d1_ng thework
. among the different states. Subsequently the Athcnians returned with
- most of their army, léaving behind them a certain number of their own S
' ':c1tlzens and of the allies to keep guard by land and Sea The force thus left_" N

Stayed on and be51eged the place. -

-_ About the samej::me the Ar gives invaded the terrltory of Philius and lost. ._
-~ -elghty men cut off in an arnbush by the Ph_lhas1ans and Argive exﬂes :
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 From Thucydides. “Sixtéenth Year of the. War—The Melian

" (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1874); pp. 396-404. - .

Meanwhile the Athenians ‘at Pylos took so much ‘plunder from the -

Lacedazmonians that the latter, although they still refrained from break-
ing off the treaty and going to war with Athens, yet proclaimed that any

of their people that chose might plunder the Athenians. The Corinthians
also commenced hostilities with the Athenians for private quarrels of

their own; but the rest of the Peloponnesians stayed quiet. Meanwhile the
Melians attacked by night and took the part of the Athenian lines over
against the market, and killed some of the men, and brought in corn and
all else thatthey could find useful to them,.and so returned and keptquiet,
while the Athenians took measures to keep better guard in the future.

Summer was now over. The nextwinter the Lacedeemonians intended to
invade the Argive territory, but arriving at the frontier found the sacri-

. fices for crossing unfavourable, and went.back again. This intention of .
*‘theirs gave the Argives suspicions of certain of their fellow-citizens, some
of whom they arrested; others, however, escaped them: Aboutthe same
“time the Melians again took another partof the Athenianlineswhichwere . |
" but feebly garrisoned. Reinforcements afterwards artiving from Athens
in consequence, under the command of Phjlocrates,':son' of Demeas,:thé_
siege was now pressed. vigorously; and some treachery taking place :*

inside, the Melians .surrendered at discretion to the Athenians, who put :

to death all grown men whom they took, andsold ‘the women and ..

. .children for slaves; and subsequently sent out five hundred colonists and. -
_inhabited the place themselves. " O

‘Melos” History of the Peloponnesian War, Chapter XVII, Book 5. Tz

.ﬁ:férénce;Fafe‘ of -
s Richard Crawley ™
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